PAINFUL INSANE IMPRESSIONS DUE TO 
MORPHIA. 1 

SAMUEL B. LYON, M.D., 

BLOOMINGDALE ASYLUM. 

I WILL present this evening some notes in a case which 
interested me especially because of the consistency of 
the delusions and terrors with the apparent immediate 
cause, and because of its sudden and complete recovery. 

Mrs. Blank was 50 years of age. She had for three years 
suffered from repeated and most severe attacks of pain 
about the heart, which had been diagnosed as angina pec¬ 
toris, and for which all manner of remedies had been used 
with no great advantage, except from morphia. As mor¬ 
phia gave relief, she was advised to use it freely to con¬ 
trol the pain, being informed that recovery from her dis¬ 
ease was not probable, and that any means of making the 
remainder of her life comfortable was justifiable. Under 
this advice, I was told, she took each day from two to seven 
°rains, divided into three doses, and in addition she inhaled, 
at times, as much as six ounces of chloroform in a day. 
This treatment for her attacks of pain was continued for 
nearly three years before her mind began to be affected. 

Her mental trouble began with hallucinations of both 
sight and hearing, and these were of such a nature as to 
produce delusions of extreme terror. Her hallucinations 
and consequent delusions related at first to her family, but 
later embraced all her friends and acquaintances. Pier 
own language best describes her state of mind, and I will 
quote it. “ I began to believe that every one connected 
with me—at first my children, later my more distant 

1 Read before the New York Neurological Society, October 4th, 1887. 
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relatives, and still later my friends and acquaintances—were 
compelled to suffer because they were connected with me. 

1 have seen my son encased in an iron armor which I 
thought was filled with spikes, which contracted upon him, 
and I would hear him turning a crank which caused its 
contraction, and I could hear him going up the street in 
this armor, which rattled as he walked. I saw him chain¬ 
ed in the yard, and thought he lived on the stones he broke ; 
and yet all the time 1 knew and remembered, and do now 
everything which occurred about me. I thought my son 
was a prisoner and condemned to be shot, and I heard the 
shots fired and voices say, ‘ Charlie is dead,’ and 1 saw 
his body brought back. This is an example of the torture 
I saw inflicted upon all my children, but the variety of 
torture varied with each one: I thought my married 
daughter lived in a tree; that she had lost her mind; that 
her baby had been taken from her, and it was also made to 
endure some awful suffering.” Day after day new sufferings 
were added to those the patient endured, and finally a 
clear and well-defined scheme of torture, directed as much 
against her feelings as against her body, was evolved and 
put in practice. She was informed that she herself was 
first to undergo great bodily suffering in the presence of 
her daughters, in order that they might suffer in seeing 
her so tortured, and that her own agony should be inten¬ 
sified by the observation of theirs. New instruments and 
wild animals were daily added to the collection of means of 
carrying out this cruel purpose, and these were always in 
her view, and the nature and purpose of each was told to 
her and discussed before her. Her imagination later 
added a new terror to its already rich collection. She 
grew' to believe at length that every one who spoke to 
her, w'ho was kind to her, or whom she even looked at, or 
thought of, became as a consequence involved in the dire 
calamity which w T as to overwhelm at first herself, and 
later her family and friends. I will mention very briefly 
some of her other painful ideas, which to her had 
all, and more than all, of the intense reality which ordinary 
perceptions have to well minds. She said that she saw' 
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a cross to which she was to be screwed through innumer¬ 
able parts of her body, a new screw being added each 
day. A cobra was to be wound around her bod} 7 . Every 
one she thought of was to be tortured, and the effort 
not to think of persons, only brought them into her 
mind, and caused their ruin, and she would then hear her¬ 
self reproached by these innocent persons for their mis¬ 
fortunes. 

She appears at this time to have had a double or two- 
sided consciousness. She took an interest in and was 
fully aware of all that went on about her, of the persons 
she saw, and the general tenor of the affairs of her family; 
and that she was particularly observant was shown later, 
after she had come to the hospital, where f knew her. 
Here, in new surroundings and among entirely new per¬ 
sons, she very soon learned much about them, their family 
relations, etc., and the general routine of the place. As 
an instance of this, I will mention that, as she explained 
afterwards, she tried to avoid meeting the writer, because 
she thought she would not only involve him in the impend¬ 
ing ruin, but would also cause the destruction of his wife 
whom she had never seen, but of whom she had learned, 
and who was to suffer simply because the patient thought 
of her. With this clear cognizance of the ordinary events 
and persons about her, she, in the other side of her con¬ 
sciousness, lived in a realm of fantasies, peopled with all 
the horrors of the damned. 

These two states of mind seem to have been balanced 
against each other, with the weight on the side of the un¬ 
real state, as long as she continued in her own house 
among the chief objects of her solicitude, and under the 
influence of the drug to which she appears to have owed 
her misery. 

At first the scenes she witnessed were simple percep¬ 
tions, each standing disconnectedly, but later she reasoned 
out a motive, an agent, and a system of action, the appre¬ 
ciation of which scheme intensified beyond measure her 
agonies. There was an acquaintance of the family, a man 
whom she had, when well, always disliked, because she 
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believed him to be of a cruel nature, his treatment of ani¬ 
mals and various small actions of his having given her the 
ground for this dislike. He had in reality never done her 
or hers any injury, but now, in her belief, he became the 
principal actor and director in the machinations against 
her, in which he was unremitting and without mercy. 

When Mrs. Blank was received at the hospital, she was a 
most characteristic case of melancholy, her eyes were fixed 
upon-the floor and rarely raised, her head was bent, her 
voice was low and only heard in reply to direct questions, 
her general condition was delicate but not feeble. Physi¬ 
cal examination revealed no organic disease. While in the 
hospital she was removed from the probably provoking 
cause' of her mental trouble, viz., the morphia, and the 
contributing causes, viz., the presence and anxious solici¬ 
tude of her family, which fostered the intense self-con¬ 
sciousness of the patient—a quality as prominent in the 
most pronounced melancholia as in the most exalted meg¬ 
alomania or paresis—and soon a gradual improvement took 
place in her condition; her appetite and sleep improved, 
and her expression of countenance showed obviously less 
despondency from day to day. She became more willing 
to talk, and to listen to the repeated assurances that her 
fears were groundless. At length, one day, she seemed to 
banish the whole thing, her face brightened, and she was 
ready to discuss her former feelings and beliefs, having 
an intense relief that they were gone, but still the nervous¬ 
ness of one who has passed through a great danger safely. 
At that time she gave the details of her former state of 
mind, and her language was noted by me as of much 
interest. 

It is curious perhaps that, while insane, she had no such 
attacks of pain in the region of her heart as she had expe¬ 
rienced before her insanity developed, and that a few days 
later, and after all mental symptoms had disappeared, she 
had an attack of this pain after having taken a little hurried 
■exercise, which pain did not yield to the internal remedies 
used, but did to an application of the electrodes of a small 
medical battery placed over her heart. Her imagination, 
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as much as the current, having probably afforded the re- 
ief. Some subsequent paroxysms of this pain have taken 
place, but, notwithstanding these, she appears to-day as 
well and contented as any rather delicate lady would or¬ 
dinarily appear. 

The particular points in her case which I have thought 
interesting are : 1st. The likeness of her hallucinations and 
delusions to those described as being produced at times by 
opium, but which, with her, persisted through weeks in¬ 
stead of for a brief time, as is usual. Toxic insanity has 
been said by a recognized authority to be in no way 
distinguishable from insanity from other causes. T. his 
case is the exception which proves the rule, the symptoms 
bearing a direct relation to the cause, viz., the paiticular 
poison. 

2d. Her almost instant shaking off in a day of her mor¬ 
bid ideas, as she explained, upon the assurance of the 
writer that they were not to be credited; but it is to be 
remembered that the improvement in her general condi¬ 
tion had prepared the rational side of her mind to make 
this last effort successfully. 

3d. Whether a genuine case of angina pectoris, depend¬ 
ent on disease of coronary arteries of the heart, would 
alternate with a distinctly nervous condition. 

4th. Whether the unlimited use of morphia, or any 
other poison, to alleviate pain is to be recommended. 



